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Taking English psychology textbooks as research data, this research attempts to 
explore multimodality, genre, and their mutual constructions, within the theoretical 
framework of systemic functional linguistics. The objective of this research is to 
articulate how multimodal features are generically constructed, and how genres are 
multimodally realized.  
Based on Martin’s genre theory and a number of theories on visual culture and 
graphic design, this research identifies, counts, and scrutinizes four categories of 
genre and six types of visual in psychology textbooks, together with their relations 
expressed by the actual realization patterns on the page. The methodology adopted in 
this research is a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches.  
The literature review shows that although many studies have been devoted to 
multimodality, genre and textbooks respectively, the combination of these three and 
the relations among them have not been extensively analyzed. Problems such as how 
psychology textbooks are multimodally constructed to display their disciplinary 
nature and pedagogical functions, how genres are constructed by the configuration of 
verbal and visual modes, and whether there is a co-variation of metafunctional 
orientation between them have not been discussed yet. In addition, the study 
conducted previously on multimodality puts much emphasis on the interstratal 
realizations of semiotic systems but little on the external factors influencing the 
discursive practices of textbooks. The disciplinary characteristics and practices of 
psychology and the model of ideal readers of psychology textbooks, for example, 
could be explored much further.  
Against this background, this research proposes an analytical framework of 
multimodality and genres in psychology textbooks. This analytical framework uses a 
corpus of thirty widely used English psychological textbooks. The research led to 
findings in three areas, which are multimodality, genres and textbook studies. 
As for multimodality, this research shows that relations between verbal and visual 
modes are dynamic and open, and are closely related to genres. Visual displays as well as 
verbal texts perform three metafunctions simultaneously. These metafunctions are not 















saliently and will be privileged to better convey their communicative purpose. The 
research also demonstrates that the configuration of the visual with the verbal resources 
relates closely to the metafunctional orientations of the former. The ideational-oriented 
visuals have tight relations with their accompanying verbal ones while the 
interpersonal-oriented ones have loose relations. The multimodal analysis of psychology 
textbooks also shows that the explainability of visual grammar is not as strong as it 
appears. The realizational principles of visual grammar and its usage are constrained by 
both the micro-genre of discourses and the convention of visuals.  
Regarding genre, this research shows that one genre can be instantiated into two 
semiotic structures, or two patterns of register variables due to the co-occurrence of 
two different semiotic modes. The multimodal construction of genres indicates that 
compared with writers of the “hard” science, such as biology and physiology, writers 
of psychology textbooks are less responsible for the psychological statements in that 
these statements, once proposed, will be supported by visual or verbal evidence. 
These findings are congruent with the “low epistemological profile” of psychology 
observed by critical psychologists, which further articulates the dialectical 
relationship between disciplinary practices and discursive practices. This research 
also reveals that there is a strong relationship between the use of genre and the degree 
of hardness of psychological science. The genre of compositional reports is most 
likely to appear in the harder side of psychology while that of classificational reports 
is usually found in the softer side of psychology.  
As for the study of textbooks in general and psychology textbooks in particular, 
this research suggests that psychology textbooks are constructed and organized texts, 
using particular genres to give a comprehensible account of the discipline. From the 
interdisciplinary perspective, the research tentatively explains, supports, and settles 
the controversies and disputes in critical psychology. It also proves that systemic 
functional linguistics is an applicable linguistics, and to study psychology textbooks 
with the method and theory derived from it can to some extent present a clear and real 
picture of psychology. 
This research will deepen our understanding of multimodality and genre. It hopes 
to shed light on academic fields like multimodality, genres, functional linguistics, text 
analysis, textbook writing, and language teaching. 
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